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	The Hand of God

Act 1

The Denver Main Post Office was a clamorous din that made Shane McInerney grimace as she walked through it. A cacophony of metallic bangs and clicks and the monotonous drone of the sorting machines. She sighed with relief as she stepped out of the emotional stampede and into the peaceful calm of the Dead Letter Office. It was no less busy, humming like bees surrounding a hive, but it was different in ways that counted. The same thing that had struck her the first morning she walked in here, did so again. Peace. The DLO had a halo of peace surrounding it. And it was family so it mattered.

Oliver was bent over his desk perusing reports. Rita was on one end of the long room and Norman on the other, and even though separated by dozens of feet, they still managed to make dove eyes at each other.

"Busy Rita?" Shane asked as she walked by.

"Lak' the proverbial bull's tail in fly time," Rita responded in her best western drawl. She was obviously working on her new novel, Daughter of a Frontier Duchess, and was caught up in character.

"How's the new book coming along?"

"Jus' fan!"

"Norman," Shane called as she walked up behind Oliver. "How are you?" Norman was almost waist deep in a bin of returned letters and gave her a thumbs up as an acknowledgement.

Shane placed a single Hershey's Kiss in front of Oliver, her now customary morning greeting, and was rewarded with a smile. "Good morning Oviler," she said, using the pronunciation favored by Ramon Rodriguez.

"No longer amusing Ms McInerney," Oliver O'Toole said with a smile.

Shane let one hand trail along his shoulders as she passed on her way to her desk. A lingering touch that spoke volumes to them both. Waiting for her at her floating work station was a red velveteen rose taped to a formal invitation card. "Shane. Please have dinner with me tonight, I will cook. Perhaps you could bring a salad – but not a science experiment. 7:00 pm." She looked up from the card and caught him watching her with a smile, then blinked both eyes coyly to answer the invitation.

"Oliver," Norman called out. "There are a bunch of library books in this bin. I think someone took them from the Library and then just dropped them in a mailbox."

"Please stack them on the counter and Ms McInerney and I will return them to the Library later."

"Ms McInerney," Oliver added with an impish grin on his face.

She saw it and knew immediately what was coming next. It was a new game the four Postables had been playing for several days. "Out with it," she said with a mock frown.

"How many blondes does it take to screw in a light bulb?"

Shane laughed in spite of herself. "That is an easy one, Mr. O'Toole. Simply take the number of Department Heads that do the same job and dived by two."

Oliver and Norman both laughed.

"Shane? Why are blond jokes so short?" Rita asked.

"Easy Rita. So men can remember them."

"Hey," Norman said. "Don't be knocking short people. Some of my favorite cousins are short."

"My turn," Shane said. "How do you confuse a blonde?"

"You don't," said Randilynn Amidon from the doorway. It was becoming a common practice for the veteran mom to bring her daughter to the DLO every couple of weeks to spend time with Norman and Rita. "Hello all," she called out and was met with a chorus of hellos.

Her daughter Phoebe waved as she crossed the room to where Norman was standing in the bin, and started helping him. "What's the answer?" he whispered to her.

Phoebe laughed. "You don't confuse a blonde, they are pretty much born that way," she whispered back.

"I heard that," Shane said from beside Randilynn and they both laughed.

An hour later, Oliver's Jaguar was purring contentedly along city streets, heading toward the Library, while he and Shane were playing an impromptu game of Catch and Release. Shane was sitting with a stack of five books in her lap and had one hand lying palm up on the center console. Oliver was driving one handed and was using the other to gently tickle Shane's palm. Every so often, she would spring the trap and grasp his hand if he didn't get it back fast enough, and then hold it for a moment before letting it go.

"I have a question about that Psalm 23 Bible study you gave me," she said. "I had always thought of it as the Funeral Psalm. But I get it now. Problem is, there is a paradox half way through that doesn't make sense."

Oliver gave her one of his, "I am about to teach" looks. "There are no paradox in the Bible, Ms McInerney. What might seem like one is easily resolved with a little study."

"Not this time," she said. "I'm sure of it. Paradox: a statement or proposition that, despite sound reasoning from acceptable premises, leads to a conclusion that seems senseless, logically unacceptable, or self-contradictory. That's the official definition. But your Psalm starts out with a Shepherd and talks to sheep about green pastures, still waters and the paths of to follow. Then comes the paradox, "You prepare a table before me.""

"And? I don't see a paradox."

"Oliver. Sheep do not eat at a table, and they don't drink from a cup."

The car slowed as Oliver took his foot off the gas and turned to stare at Shane with his mouth hanging open. She gave him her best "I'm innocent but flirting" smile and waited silently.

His mouth was moving but no words came out. "I – I - . Oh." He managed finally. "I have never noticed that before, Ms McInerney. Thank you for pointing it out."

Shane McInerney sat back in her seat with a wide smile, completely satisfied with herself.

Act 2 |

Oliver heard the doorbell and leaned over the sink to look out the kitchen window at the front door, and then smiled to see his expectation realized. It was Shane with two white paper bags that had Mailbox Grilled stenciled on them. "It's open Shane," he yelled but she was already pushing the door wide. Moments later she was setting the white bags on the table.

"Oh, perfect timing," she said and walked over to where he was waiting beside the stove. He had removed his customary jacket and donned an apron, but was still wearing his tie. Shane reached for his tie and then leaned into him. The kiss he had been waiting all day to give her was a good one, and left her leaning against him with her face against his neck. "Oh, I needed that," she whispered. Then, "It's time to relax Oliver," she said, tugging his tie loose and pulling at one end until it slid out of his collar.

"What do we have?" he asked as she emptied the two bags.

"Chopped Caesar salad and vanilla bean ice cream with raspberry sauce. I got it at the Grille because I know you like it. What's in the oven?"

"Garlic roasted chicken, almost done. We're waiting on the roasted red potatoes and the roasted asparagus with red chilies."

Shane settled into one of the kitchen chairs, groaning softy, then helped herself to a glass of what she knew was a very good pinot from Oregon. While Oliver finished with the oven she studied him over the top of her glass. Many of his hidden insecurities, the little ones that only she had noticed had disappeared over the last few months. That, coupled with her shared enthusiasm for Bible study, had melded them into something much more than friends and the basis for a very strong love that was growing. That she loved him was now certain and every day she felt the roots of their shared star lily grow deeper. She saw the same in his face, he felt it too.

For a moment, she sighed and stared at him wistfully. Sometimes, like now when she was tired, she let her thoughts go to what ifs. Remembering the kiss he had just given her, she wondered, knowing at the same time that he would never make an advance like that even if she wanted him to. Oliver O'Toole was first and foremost a gentleman.

"Ms McInerney," he whispered next to her ear.

Shane jumped herself out of a self-induced stupor and almost spilled her wine. Oliver had plated the chicken, potatoes and asparagus and was on his way to the dining room. "Right," she sighed. "I'll just bring the salads shall I?"

Half an hour later they were sharing a bowl of ice cream and raspberry sauce with one spoon and loving it, when the power suddenly went out leaving the entire house in the dark.

"Not to worry," he said.

She heard him stirring in his chair, reaching for the wall mounted china cabinet behind him, and then – light. From a very small LED flashlight.

"I will be right back," he said and disappeared into the kitchen. Drawers opened, closed, then one of his cabinets. More light and the LED was turned off. Oliver came back into the dining room with a candle perched elegantly in what looked like an antique pewter candle holder. A matching holder was set in front of her and then he used his candle to light hers.

"One candle with two wicks and shared wax would be easier," she mumbled. "Thank you Oliver," she said, louder.

"Let's go to the study," he said. "The room is smaller and the candles will seem brighter."

Shane followed Oliver down the hall, one hand held as a shield in front of the flame. He had turned into his study when she stopped suddenly, and backed up three steps. She took her hand out of the way, and then moved slowly forward. Right there. The candle flame had wavered to the side, pulled by a breeze.

"Oliver, you have a draft in this hallway."

"It's an old house."

"Are there any secret doors or hidden rooms?"

"No, why do you ask?"

"Because the draft is coming out of the wall."

His light returned and he stood beside her. "Show me."

"Watch," she said and moved her candle back and forth along the wall, above the antique molding that ran just above waist height. The flame bent toward the wall every time she passed the decorative carving of a rose set into that molding.

"This is very odd. Please hold this," he handed her his candle and retreated to the dining room. When he came back, he had the much brighter LED flashlight. After a few seconds careful study, "This section of molding is scored on both sides of this carving. It looks like a small drawer built into the wall. But it hasn't been opened in years."

Oliver pushed gently at the rose and nothing happened. Then he gripped with finger tips and pulled. Nothing.

"It might be dried paint holding it shut," she offered.

Oliver stuffed the LED into his mouth and gripped the rose with the fingers of both hands. With a sudden "pop" of old paint breaking loose, the drawer slid open. It was very shallow, only an inch high, as long as a hand, and it was empty.

Almost.

He reached in and withdrew a very old looking key. "We need to go to the study," he said and led them away.

The key was very old, forged iron with a patina of pale green that age had added. It was four inches long, with a common looking fleur-de-lis at one end and two prongs on the other almost an inch long.

"What does this unlock," Shane asked.

"I don't know, but I would guess a very old lock. But I find it very curious that you and I keep running into this symbol," he said, one finger on the fleur-de-lis end of the key.

"Why? What is it?"

Oliver laughed. "The French fleur-de-lis is the symbol for the lily of the fields. It is our star lily again."

"Oh," she said, smiling, wishing he would kiss her again.

"I assume you brought your laptop and it is battery operated?"

She nodded.

"Wait here."

Shane sat in the overstuffed armchair in his study and stared at the painting of the Ghost Lady now hanging on the wall. She was studying the hand with the ring. The urge to reach out and touch the ring in the painting was very strong and she was on the verge of relenting when Oliver returned with her laptop and a magnifying glass. Does he know that I know he has the ring, she wondered? Maybe I should bring it up?

The still, small voice at the back of her mind chose that moment to speak again. "Are you ready to answer that question if he asks? He is only going to ask once, Child. Be patient, let love grow. He will know the time."

Sighing, she turned to look at Oliver. He was at his desk and watching her, a look of peaceful bliss on his face. Of course he would find peace in a power outage, she thought. It is who he is.

Shane smiled and handed him the key, letting her fingers linger on his hand.

"Can you get to your internet with the power off?" he asked.

"Let's find out." She flipped open the laptop and turned it on. A minute later she saw the symbol she wanted to see. "We are good to go," she said.

For half an hour Oliver studied the key and Shane searched the internet for anything that might look like the antique key. Bank keys, safety deposit keys, vault keys, bus terminal and airport baggage keys. Nothing matched.

"How old is that key?" she asked.

"Well, this was my great grandfather's house," he said. "It is probable that Joseph Lindley O'Toole hid that key himself during the early twentieth century. I would guess eighty to one hundred years ago."

"There is nothing here Oliver. We seem to have hit a dead end."

"There are initials on the shaft," he mumbled, squinting through the magnifying glass.

"Very hard to read. I suspect that Norman would be better at this. Wait. Try CMW and Denver, Colorado and see if you come up with anything."

Keys clacked furiously and then fell silent. Shane sat back in the chair, staring at the screen with her lips pursed together. Oliver sighed quietly, staring at the way her lips curled deliciously and was tempted to walk to her and taste them again.

"Well," she said, derailing the thought. "There is a Clausen Monument Works."

"Are they very old?"

"Established 1885," she replied.

He nodded. "Enough for today," he said, watching her yawn. "We can't do anything about it tonight." He stood and took her hand in his. She folded her laptop and stood to follow.

"Television doesn't work," she reminded him.

"I know. I also know that you are exhausted. So just humor me for a bit."

He led her to the couch and then sat and put a pillow over his lap so she could curl up. Pulling an afghan from the back of the couch, he covered her and then began to run his fingers through her hair. Seconds later, he smiled as her breathing became soft and regular. She had fallen asleep.

"You look content, Oliver," a voice said from the darkness. "More so than I have seen from you in several years."

Jordan Marley stepped out from the corner of the room and into the candle light. Oliver didn't even jump. He'd already suspected the angel was lurking about earlier.

"I am not the only one," he replied. "Look at her face, so serene."

Jordan laughed. "He told you on that mountain that the two of you are the perfect match."

Oliver continued running his fingers through Shane's hair, and watching her face as she slept.

"I was watching her earlier in the study," Jordan said. "She was studying the ring on the Ghost Lady's hand."

Oliver laughed softly, without stopping his ministrations of love. "I know what you are going to say. One of the attributes that first attracted me to Shane is her brilliant mind. I do not doubt for a second that she already knows I have that ring."

"So when are you going to give it to her?"

"My beloved spoke, and said to me: "Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away. For lo, the winter is past, the rain is over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth; the time of singing has come, and the voice of the turtledove is heard in our land. The fig tree puts forth her green figs, and the vines with the tender grapes give a good smell. Rise up, my love, my fair one, and come away!"

Jordan was laughing quietly. "You have been studying the Song of Songs, haven't you Oliver?"

Oliver smiled down at a still sleeping Shane. "Yes."

"But Oliver, the winter is past and the lilies are appearing, the time of singing is here and the peace of the turtledove surrounds you both or she would not sleep like a child. Why do you wait?"

Oliver looked up at Jordan and smiled. "So you tell me, you His angle who watches over the word of the Lord. When did Ruth meet Boaz?"

Jordan Marley's face broke into a grin. "That is a very good answer, Mr. O'Toole."

Act 3 |

Clausen Monument Works was on the west side of Denver, deep in a very old business district surround by old neighborhoods. The building was well kept but nearly as old as Oliver's historical house.

"Oliver, they make headstones here. Grave monuments. Things that go bump in the night. What - ?" She gave up.

"I have no idea why the key brought us here. But here we are, so let's go in. And technically, what they do here is stonecutting for many reasons other than cemeteries. The countertops in my kitchen for example. So let us worry about things that go bump in the night later."

The woman behind the counter looked older then some of the pieces of granite on display around the reception area, but her eyes were bright and her hands were steady. She looked at the key Oliver presented to her as if seeing a ghost.

"Have not seen one of these in a very long time," she said. "This is a key to a sepulcher. We used to rent them out a long time ago."

Oliver looked like he might be choking. "You – you rent sepulchers?"

The woman laughed heartily. "That's funny young man. But you misunderstand. Some of our repeat customers would rent lockers where they could store personally selected pieces of valuable stone for safe-keeping. Stone they intended to use at some later date. Over time we began to refer to them as sepulchers. The name stuck." She shrugged. "As far as I know, there is only one of those old lockers still here and still paying rent. Where did you find this key?"

"It belonged to my great grandfather, Joseph Lindley O'Toole."

The woman's very old eyebrows both climbed her forehead and her mouth dropped open. "Curious," She said. "Now there's a name I have not heard in a very long while." She studied Oliver for several seconds and then gave Shane the once over. "Well," she said finally, "you do have the key, so - . Help yourself kids," she said pointing at the side door. "Around the back and then all the way to the rear of the lot."

Oliver and Shane both pulled up short as they entered an area behind the shop contained within a very high fence. "Around the back" was two acres of cut stones by the hundreds resting on 2x4s, dozens of rough chunks of granite along with slabs of marble cut from quarries. To one side were several carvings in progress. All the way at the rear of the space was a building made of stacked fieldstones large enough to hold Oliver's Jaguar.

"Yikes," Shane offered delicately, gripping Oliver's arm tightly. "This has been here awhile."

The door was large and tightly fit into the stonework. A large, two pronged keyhole made of cast-iron stared back at them, daring them to insert the key and turn it. Oliver inserted the key, turned it, and was rewarded by a loud metallic click.

Waiting inside was a space filled with very large slabs of granite in colors from gray to onyx and a mosaic of silver flecks. On the other side were rows of glistening marble, veined with reds and blacks. One piece near the door was marble, with veins of black and scarlet that twisted to form the shape of a heart near the center.

"Wow!" Shane said, reaching to touch it.

"Stop!" Oliver said. "Don't touch that, it's dangerous."

"What?"

"Look first with your nose and tell me what you smell."

She sniffed. "It's almost like garlic."

"Almost is right. Often times old stone cutters would treat polished stones with heavy salts to alter the colors before the stone gets its final acid wash. What you smell is not garlic, that is arsenic."

Shane stepped away from the stone and moved to Oliver's other side.

At the rear of the building was a very heavy table with a very large glass case resting on it. Inside the case was a marble statue almost two feet tall. The sculpture was of a large hand rising from the base of marble, holding aloft two tiny figures of a man and a woman. The work was so realistic that the hand seemed to be kneading the marble like dough to form the figures. A small white card was leaned up against the piece. "August Rodin, 1840-1917."

"This is -. Oh I give up," Oliver said. "I don't believe I will ever use the word impossible again."

Shane was busy thumbing through a short pile of photographs on the edge of the table. "Your great grandfather was well acquainted with your great uncle Ailbert O'Toole," she said.

Still shaking his head with disbelief, Oliver looked at her and shrugged. She held up a very old photograph, faded, almost no color left in it, but the image of the Ghost Lady portrait was still very recognizable.

"Of course," he nodded. "Almost had to."

"Oh my," Shane said, looking at the sculpture. "Why does that look familiar?"

Oliver sat on a stack of granite and stared at the piece. "Use your lap top and tell me what you find for The Hand of God."

She did, and a minute later she looked from the screen to the sculpture several times. "Is this for real?" she asked.

"You tell me," he said, folding his arms across his chest.

"The Hand of God," she read. "Rodin's Hand of God is often viewed as a metaphor of the creation of man. The emblematic hand emerging from rough stone represents – oh," she said. "There's that word again."

Oliver said nothing.

Shane cleared her throat and continued. "Represents Providence forming the bodies of Adam and Eve enjoying a primal embrace." She glanced at Oliver when she said "primal embrace" and found him smiling at her. For some reason she was suddenly very warm. "Uh-hum. There are only three known marble versions of the Hand of God. The Maryhill Museum in Oregon, the Musée Rodin in France, and the last at the Guggenheim in Manhattan."

Shane closed her laptop and sat beside Oliver.

"Three known versions of the Hand of God, all accounted for. So what have we here?"

"Oh Lord," Shane said suddenly. "Your great grandfather knew Auguste Rodin. How cool is that?"

"An original Rodin on a postman's salary? I don't think so."

Shane frowned. "Oh. Is it valuable?"

Oliver shrugged. "Without a doubt." He stood and looked at the top of the case carefully, seeing something for the first time. He reached and his hand came back with a hand painted plaque. Sitting beside Shane again, he began to read.

"When nothing seems to help, I go look at a stone cutter hammering away at his rock, perhaps a hundred times without as much as a crack showing in it . . . yet at the hundred and first blow it will split in two and I know it was not that blow that did it, but all that had gone before. Jacob Riis

"To my descendant, the one who finds the key. 38.87780-104.88 north then west. Go there and you might understand the key to faith. Tell me how I opened that boulder as a young man and you will know."

Shane was at her laptop again and looking mystified. 38.87780-104.88 is the longitude and latitude of a location in the Garden of the Gods, a place called Cathedral Valley."

"Do you see the pun here, Ms McInerney?"

She shook her head, wishing he would kiss her again. Stop thinking that way, she scolded herself.

"The New Testament definition of sepulcher means any visible object for preserving or recalling the memory of a person or thing. This statue, hidden in a sepulcher is also a sepulcher in and of itself. A double meaning."

"Oliver, I am beginning to like your great grandfather. I think he had a slightly twisted sense of humor and would fit right in among the Postables."

"He was a poet you know?" Oliver said.

"I have a question," Shane said. "Obviously we have to go to 38.87780-104.88 to see what's there. But I cannot help but wonder if there are any other secret drawers or doors in your great grandfather's house."

"That isn't the last question though," he added. "The woman at the reception desk said someone was still paying the rent on this sepulcher. Who might that be?"


End file.
